After 54 years, illustrated songbook 
a holding children’s attention 


Many years ago, a friend 
asked Erla Young to illus- 
trate a songbook for young- 
sters. That’s how Young 
began to draw children. She 
1 drew pug-nosed, wide-eyed, 
apple-cheeked children. 

She drew children on 
skates, children on ponies, 
children climbing trees, children saying their 
prayers. She drew children celebrating every 
holiday known to America in those years, the 
mid-1940s. 

And into every illustration, Young painted 
optimism. There is not a tear to be found in 
the entire 60 pages of “My Picture Book of 
Songs.” There is, in fact, only one frowny face, 
and this on the mug of Simple Sal who does 
not like to eat her vegetables. (In order to 
emphasize the incorrectness of Sal’s choice, 
the pianist is instructed to play Sal’s song 
“slowly and scornfully.”) 

Young's illustrations are innocence incar- 
nate, as are the melodies and words to the 


2 
WHERE ARE 
THEY NOW? 


asked Young to illustrate. 


_24 -0/ 


“songs. This, in spite of the fact that the three 
Salt Lake women who produced “My Picture 
Book of Songs” began the project before 
World War II ended, before the bomb 
dropped, at a time when a lot of little Utahns 
had daddies overseas, at a time when a lot of 
little Utahns were very worried indeed. 

It was Alene Dalton who came up with the 
idea for the songbook. Dal- : 
ton owned a nursery 
school and had a bache- 
lor’s degree from the Uni- 
versity of Utah in child 
psychology, and she 
thought the children 
needed cheering up. 

So Dalton wrote some 
spritely rhymes and 
invited her friend, Myriel 
Ashton, to compose some 
spritely melodies. (Ashton 
was a pianist who had D 
studied at the McCune 
School of Music.) Dalton 
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Erla Young illustrated a children's songbook in 1947. 
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Young, who had studied at 
the Criteher Art School in 
Washington, D.C., was, at the 
time, a young mother. Her hus- 
band, Brigham, was in Germany 
‘under the command of Gen. 
George S. Patton. Ashton's hus- 
band was in the South Pacific. 
She, too, was a young mother. 
Both Ashton and Young spent a 


lot of time listening to the radio © 


newscasts. Both were glad to 
have a project to woni work ton, glad 
for something to their 
minds off the e 

Bythetime they finished the 
book,the war was winding 
down. There was still a paper 
. Shortage; publishers were slow 
to buy. But the three friends 
were not to be put off. They  - 
believed their book was vital to 
the schoolrooms of America. 

The Daltons were able to 
obtain gas stamps in orderto . 
drive to the Mayo Clinic. Ashton 


and Young eagerly joined them, 


and once in Chicago, they vis- 
ited the publishers personally. 
The president of the M.A. 
Donahue Co. agreed to print the 
book if they could get orders for 
oD copies. A snap; they said. 
Then, Ashton and Dalton put 
together a musical production 


-Dalton, both of whom had - 


with little Susie Young and lit- 


singing songs 
from the book. They traveled 
the state, signing up buyers. 
As for Young, he says she 


. was too shy to perform. But the 


orders came in, and the book 

was printed, finally, in 1947. 
Dalton went on to become 

“The Story Book Princess,” in 


` the new medium of television. 


Ashton also got a job on TV, as 
a musical homemaker. “She'd 


` sing a song and then she'd cook 


something,” recalls Young. 
Meanwhile, Young became a 
fashion illustrator, drawing. 
newspaper ads for Auerbachs 
and ZCML She wrote a parent- 
ing column forthe Deseret  . 
News. She drew paper dolls for 
The Children’s Friend maga- 
zine. Through the years, “My 
Picture Book of Song” contin- 
ued to sell, as did a book Young 
had written alone — “Betsy But- 


tons," the story of a doll that 


came across the plains in 1847, 
property ofa line pioneer 
named Eliza Jan 
In 1985; after b being published 
by a variety of houses, “My Pic- 
ture Book of Song” went out of 
print. As the book’s 50th anni- 


` versary approached, Young 


found herself thinking more 
and more about Ashton and 


passed away. She decided, "I — 
can't let this anniversary go by." 


She arranged for The Color 
Litho Lab to reprint the book. 
She didn't have any idea how 
to distribute it, she says. She 
ended up going to Provo for the 


' city’s Fourth of July celebra- 


tion. There, she rented a booth. 
Her books were literally ` 
snatched from the table. 

It seems there are a lot of 
grandparents who longed to 
pass on ^My Picture Book of 


Songs" to the next wide-eyed 


generation. Sales have been 
steady since 1997, Young says. - 
“I just reprinted another 5, 000 
copies.” 

She sounds a bit surprised 
that modern children are not 
bored by the book. *So many of 
the little songs are just: about - 
everyday experiences." 

Perhapsthe book's popular- 
ity can be explained by that 
very fact. It just may be as reas- 
suring as the authors wanted it 
to be. And perhaps it is not only: 
the everyday subject matter, 
but also the chronology that is 
appealing. The songs follow the 
seasons of the year. They echo 


the happy rhythin of childhood. 


The songbook makes a hope- 
ful promise, that summer will 
come again, and so will Thanks- 
giving, and every fall there will 


: he red leaves, and every spring 


there will be kit 
oe Aeon 
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